For a sit-and-wait predator, the choice of ambush site may be a crucial determinant of foraging success. During fieldwork on a small island in northeastern China, we explored the availability and use of arboreal ambush sites (tree branches) selected by Shedao pit-vipers, Gloydius shedaoensis. The snakes were highly selective at a variety of spatial scales. For example, they displayed strong biases in terms of which tree species were used, which individual trees within each species were used and which branches were used within a tree. Snakes disproportionately used trees that were on the edge rather than the interior of thickets, and branches that faced out towards the clearing rather than back towards the thicket. Branches at an angle slightly above horizontal were preferred. The snakes used branches visited at high rates by potential prey, that provided effective camouflage, and with thermal and visual backgrounds (cool, bright) that contrasted strongly with avian prey items (hot, dark). The snakes used perches close to the ground (the area of greatest bird activity) despite suboptimal visual and thermal backgrounds. Use of thicker branches by larger snakes, and by snakes containing recently ingested prey items, may contribute to effective camouflage. Thermoregulation did not appear to influence foraging site selection.
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Many species display consistent site selection in the course of their foraging activity. The most extreme examples of this phenomenon involve sit-and-wait foragers that lie in ambush in one place for long periods of time. The extreme site specificity of ambushers greatly simplifies identification of the criteria that predators use to select their foraging sites. Additionally, the central role of a suitable foraging site, used, in extreme cases, for almost all of an animal's lifetime, means that the availability of such sites may be crucial to individual foraging success (Morse & Stephens 1996) . We thus expect intense selection for behaviours that optimize ambush site selection. On a broader level, reliance on specific habitat features may threaten the long-term persistence of populations of ambush predators if anthropogenic processes reduce the availability of those habitat features (Shine & Fitzgerald 1996; Webb & Shine 1998a) .
Many crotaline snakes (pit-vipers) capture their prey from ambush sites, with individual snakes sometimes remaining in the same site for days or weeks (Greene 1983; Reinert et al. 1984) . The ambush site may be chosen to maximize rates of prey encounter (Klauber 1956; Greene 1992) , facilitate the effective use of sensory modalities important for the detection and capture of prey (Reinert et al. 1984) or both. In the case of crotaline snakes, such modalities include not only chemoreception, but also vision, heat-sensing (via the specialized heat receptors that give 'pit-vipers' their common name) and sensitivity to vibrational stimuli (de Cock Buning et al. 1981; de Cock Buning 1983) . To clarify the cues that pit-vipers use to select ambush sites, we compared the array of available sites with those used by snakes in a study system that offered unique logistical advantages. We focused on cues potentially available from the wide range of these animals' sensory modalities.
METHODS

Study Area and Species
Shedao (literally, 'snake island') is a small (0.73 km 2 ) island in the Bohai Sea, 13 km off the Liaodong Peninsula in northeastern China (38 57 N, 120 59 E), lying on a major migratory route for birds that overwinter in southern Asia but breed in Siberia (Li 1995; Sun et al. 2001) . Many thousands of birds visit Shedao in spring (May) and autumn (September-October). Shedao pit-vipers, Gloydius shedaoensis, are abundant on the island (ca. 20 000 snakes: Huang 1990). The adults feed exclusively on migrating birds (Li 1995) , are inactive outside bird migration periods (Sun 1990; Sun et al. 1990 Sun et al. , 2001 , and have no natural enemies (Li 1995).
